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A critic’s review of educational research 
 
As all aspiring players know, no-one’s performance is exempt from the pen of the 
critic. Because the metaphor of performance has been mobilised for this collection, it 
seems fitting that the role of the critic be likewise enacted at the performance’s end. 
Just as much as been written about educational research, so too much has been written 
about the drama critic, and about the critic’s review. Little of it has been flattering, 
especially when penned by the playwrights and other producers of creative works, as 
exemplified by George Bernard Shaw’s quote in the New York Times (5 November, 
1950): “A drama critic … leaves no turn unstoned.”  
 
While critics may be in a position of power when it comes to reflection on the practice 
of others, few ever can lay claim to fame and fortune. It is the player (and possibly the 
playwright) who is more likely to be elevated to the lofty position of ‘star act’. A few 
have transcended their lowly status, but more out of notoriety than public adoration. 
Some critics have become legendary for their acerbic wit. Dorothy Parker, for 
example, became notorious for her one-liners, one of which “The House Beautiful is 
the play lousy” was the entire review. But it usually the ‘centre stage’ that gets the 
accolades, if there are accolades to be won.  
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A critic’s work is more than a good review. The critic evaluates the performance 
against cultural practices, calling into question the very enactment of the performance 
in terms of what it tells us (for better or worse) about who we are. The critic does not 
simply mirror, or reflect back, the audience’s view. Rather, the critic’s review is itself 
a performance – a performance that projects critical views of ourselves’, questioning 
and mobilising possibilities for other performances. In keeping with the spirit of the 
theatre critic, this final chapter works as a reflection, not just on this collection but on 
what it says – and perhaps has been unable to say – about the state of the art of 
educational research. Longer than Dorothy Parker’s one liner, and eschewing sarcasm, 
this review nethertheless shares with the theatre critic a sharp eye trained on 
(scholarly) performance, in this instance, the performance of educational research. 
 
In the first chapter, McWilliam stages the idea of “performing research.” She unsettles 
us and forces us to re-think “performance” in light of the researcher’s act of 
performance and the researcher’s identity. This concluding chapter makes final 
comment on the performances presented here in this edited collection.  It might well 
be that the critic’s work has already been achieved through the peer review process. 
After all, through this process, the research scripts have been evaluated, re-thought, 
modified, and refined. So perhaps this could equally be seen as a playwright’s 
postscript, as much as a critic’s review. 
 
A critic’s review indicates a wide range of research agendas contained within the 
chapters in this collected edition.  Unlike Dorothy Parker’s infamous review of 
Katherine Hepburn’s performance as running “the gamut of emotions from A to B,” it 
is pleasing to be able to acknowledge here that the collection of research approaches 
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represented is of a much wider scope within the discipline, reflecting as it does a 
range of influences beyond education and interrogating a range of practices both 
within and outside formal educational institutions.  
 
A perusal of the Table of Contents reveals a number of papers in this collection that 
just would not have been written ten years ago, nor even envisioned perhaps twenty 
years earlier. These papers are noteworthy because of the trouble they make for 
educational orthodoxy. One such paper, authored by Julie Davis, explores how she 
both constructed and negotiated tensions between paradigms and traditional academic 
rules for thesis writing. In this way, she made trouble by “mess[ing] up” both the 
thesis structure and writing method. Importantly, this “messing up” served to open up 
possibilities, rather than to induce chaos. 
It is also clear that trouble making breaks from traditional theoretical paradigms. For 
example, Lawson-Walther’s paper troubles analytic method in that she devises a 
“double-phased” method of analysis to make sense of new research territory, the 
virtual environments of chat rooms.  In a similar fashion, Christensen and Dwyer 
show that different theoretical perspectives afford different performances of focus 
groups and, in so doing; they unsettle the traditional approaches, or formulas, for 
undertaking such a research technique. Such trouble making has only recently been 
authorised in mainstream educational research arenas (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Of 
course, the making of trouble is not an end in itself. Troubling research shakes up 
taken-for-granted knowledge’s and puts the spotlight on dusty and dim-lit corners to 
make visible to all what has not yet been attended to before. This illumination allows 
the field to be seen anew, with fresh interest (Lather, 1999), and so it can shift 
fundamental research interests and agendas. 
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Just as the staged performance is usually accessed through the usher, who invites in 
the traditional or the orthodox, and keeps out the unruly, so too educational research 
has a history of gate-keeping, of excluding alternate perspectives and approaches. 
Rejection of the unorthodox is, of course, a means of maintaining the status quo.  This 
gate-keeping is apparent across all fields in educational research. An apposite 
example can be found in early childhood education where, until the early 1990s, it 
was very difficult to publish any research unless it drew on the dominant paradigm of 
developmental psychology. Any review of the high-status early childhood journals 
and reviews of research makes this evident. The now well-known movement 
Reconceptualising Early Childhood Education was founded at this time by a group of 
educators who worked predominantly within sociology and cultural studies. 
Poststructuralists and other researchers drawing on diverse theoretical perspectives 
sought to reconstruct alternate versions of childhood and children (Tobin, 1997). In 
order to find a forum for their work, they staged a new conference, the 
Reconceptualizing Early Childhood Conference, the first of which was held in 1991.  
The movement has now refigured mainstream early childhood education, so that it is 
now no longer a “one paradigm” field, and is much the richer for this.  
 
Learning from the theatre of the absurd 
In some cases, the trouble-making move parallels the trouble created for orthodox 
dramatic performance by the advent of “the theatre of the absurd” in the mid-
twentieth century. When considering educational research, much can be learned from 
the impact of the theatre of the absurd on mainstream performance. The “theatre of 
the absurd” was so named to refer to the works in the 1950s and 1960s of playwrights 
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such as Samuel Beckett, Eugene Ionesco and Harold Pinter (Esslin, 1974). This 
particular form of theatre was marked by a shared view that the human condition was 
meaningless, and that there are no universal understandings. Existential thinkers such 
as Albert Camus and Jean Paul Sartre argue that it was not possible to provide a 
rational explanation for the universe, and so what is left is a world of fantasy, 
nightmare, anxiety and wonder.  
 
While not arguing for absurdism and its foundations with existentialism, we can 
borrow from this theatric form. From the theatre of the absurd, we can now imagine 
research situations that have the capacity to startle the researcher and audience. The 
unexpected becomes appreciated.  Diversity of perspective and method are celebrated. 
This approach rests on a fundamental distrust of language and associated means of 
communication. Language becomes the tool, as what is hidden in language is as much 
open to scrutiny as what is visible and hear-able.  
 
More recently, the metaphor of “the theatre of the absurd” has been used to critique 
British politics. A recent article in The Guardian condemns the government’s 
hounding of the BBC in relation to one of its exposes about the Iraq war, likening the 
government’s defence of their actions to the theatre of the absurd, their performance 
causing outrage and incredulity (Thom Yorke, 31 January 31, 2004, The Guardian). 
In refusing the comfort zone of traditional staging and script, the theatre of the absurd 
disrupts ways of seeing straight. New paradigms for thinking educational research do 
much the same work. However, to engage in this type of innovative research demands 
change – and ground-breaking change is not easily achieved.  Such an enterprise 
means constructing new dialogues and this may cause incomprehension and rejection 
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on the part of stakeholders, whether they are the critical audience or the critical 
reviewer.  
 
Much of the trouble-making work in education and learning draws on sources outside 
educational research.  We can use the metaphor of the theatre itself to show how 
different modes of production and structure fundamentally change a performance. In 
traditional theatre, the proscenium arch separates the stage from the audience, and 
thus the audience is separated (at a critical distance) from the actors. In this style of 
theatre, particular features of the production may be hidden offstage, or backstage or 
even in the orchestra pit. Mainstream educational research, it could be argued, serves 
the same function as the proscenium arch, maintaining the old boundaries that 
separate the field of educational research from other disciplines and other audiences.  
Collapsing the proscenium arch of educational research makes possible new openings, 
and experimental beginnings, but one must proceed with caution. If we take up 
Lather’s (1999) argument that the reviewer is already implicated in the process of 
review, the reviewer runs the risk of pulling the edifice down onto the field itself. 
Little wonder that so many choose to “play safe” and thus come to police the field 
rather than change it.  
 
A warning about a future salvation or destination for the educational researcher is 
found also in the work of the theatre of absurd. In Waiting for Godot (Beckett, 1965), 
two characters await the arrival of the ubiquitously absent Godot. In other words, the 
play is an allegory to do with nothingness, and doing nothing, and of course, thereby 
never achieving a state beyond this. In considering the implications for educational 
research, the danger is that any radical reframing of research may precipitate only 
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uncertainty. Most of us aspire to more than epistemological nihilism, as much as we 
would want to avoid the sneer of the knowing spectator.  
 
“Getting lost” in educational research 
The call to the authors and reviewers of this collection to move beyond closed 
systems of educational research by undertaking new thinking about education and 
learning is at odds with some recent thinking in the field.  For example, Burkhardt and 
Schoenfeld (2003) argue that educational research is a “potential turning point” (p. 
12) because of its “low status” (p. 13), recommending a restructuring of educational 
research to provide a more practical and cohesive base for educators.  They suggest 
that fields such as medicine have benefited from such a cohesive approach. One could 
suggest, however, that this argument is at odds with the field of medicine itself, as the 
recent proliferation of alternate medicine makes for a less cohesive field, but a field at 
the same time with more healthy contestation and more potential for change. 
Likewise, in the place of research cohesion, Lather’s (2004) notion of “getting lost” 
works as a provocation for theorising, questioning and “shifting imaginaries in the 
human sciences” (p. 5).   
 
As indicated in the preamble to this collection, most of the chapters here are produced 
by researchers in doctoral programs. Doctoral programs have been criticised recently 
for being too narrow and too concentrated to be of use beyond their field (Evans, 
2002). The chief criticism is that changing modes of scientific knowledge, the “new 
knowledge economy,” requires something other than “more of the same.” Despite 
myths to the contrary, graduate education has always been the site for resistance and 
challenge for conventional educational research. The call for further experimentation 
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is be particularly relevant for those graduate programs where part-time study is the 
mode of choice for many (Evans, 2002). Combining new research agendas and forms 
of workplace knowledge may offer up possibilities for broadened research and 
development. In other words, new forms of educational performance (and debate) can 
become possible.  
 
Conclusion 
The call to “open up” educational research is now overdue. The very act of review 
implicates the reviewer by either making trouble for the conventional field of 
educational research by giving the “thumbs up” to the theoretically powerful but 
unorthodox performance, or by working within the traditional gate-keeping scenes so 
familiar and so centre stage. Opening up to the unorthodox does not sit comfortably 
within educational research – and this makes it awkward to script, play or evaluate. 
Thus, there is always risk in “opening up” research – for the writer, actor and 
reviewer.  
 
It is well-known that the critic’s commentary can wield enormous power over how the 
performance is “read” by others, supporting quality work and legitimating (or not) the 
unorthodox perspective (Lather, 1999). As a critical review, this chapter has 
proceeded cautiously to question and to judge the new and the orthodox within the 
field of educational research. The task of the critic is to open up new ways of seeing, 
at the same time as acknowledging the powerful performance of educational research. 
In so doing, the commentary of the research critic, just like the theatre critic, might at 
times imagine a rethinking of the next “act” of research.  
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This chapter has brought a critic’s lens to educational research as a type of 
performance and, in so doing, has called for what Lather (1999) terms “out-of-the-
mainstream” work. This is research that questions, proposes and challenges the status 
quo of what is taken for granted in educational research. It calls for new categories of 
research, and newly imagined fields, ones that have not yet been thought possible. 
The work of the critic, then, is not to contain what might be constituted as educational 
research, but to “help us break out” (Lather, 1999, p. 3), to imagine the absurd as the 
orthodox and so to understand anew that educational research is always in flux, 
always a project construction, always making trouble for players and critics alike.  
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